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The author, in this thesis, analyzes the importance of professional interpreters’ knowledge 
structure and knowledge acquisition. Based on this analysis, it is proposed by the author that both 
language majors and non-language majors be recruited for interpreter training to improve the 
supply of qualified interpreters in China. 
The first chapter discusses the inter-relationship among knowledge, human communication 
and interpretation. Knowledge is what human communications bases on. The objective of 
professional interpretation is to transfer the knowledge implied in the speaker 抯 discourse to the 
listeners. Interpreters should share mutual knowledge with the speaker and the listeners to 
comprehend the original discourse and reformulate the message in the target language. Therefore, 
the knowledge structure of the interpreter is essential for successful interpretation.  
The knowledge base of qualified interpreters is discussed in chapter 2. A qualified interpreter 
should have knowledge of the working languages and extralinguistic knowledge which is 
composed mainly of the subject matter and interpretation skills. The relationship between 
linguistic and extralinguistic knowledge of the interpreter is complementary. Linguistic knowledge 
is the foundation of interpretation. However, the quality of interpretation is bounded with the 
interpreter 抯 subject knowledge and skills. Familiarity with the subject will increase the speed, 
accuracy and completeness of the interpretation. Interpretation skills is obtained via interpretation 
practices. It is the interpretation skills that largely distinguishes professional interpreters from the 
interpreters who are actually specialists on the subject matter.  
Chapter 3 discusses about the acquisition of subject knowledge. Sources for knowledge 
acquisition is classified as human and non-human sources. The former refers to traditional written 
publications and electronic publications; the latter refers to the consulting of an expert on the 













long-term knowledge build-up. In acquiring subject knowledge, there are time and location 
constraints. Assignment-oriented knowledge acquisition is given a limited time, and it follows the 
law of diminishing returns. Interpreters’ intellectual distance to the subject matter is important for 
knowledge acquisition. Normally,  a specialized interpreter of the subject can acquire relevant 
knowledge in a shorter time. 
In chapter 4, the author puts forward a proposal that both language majors and non-language 
majors should be included for interpreter training in China in order to increase the supply of 
qualified interpreters. The knowledge base of the two groups are different upon their graduation 
from the universities. However, the relationship of complementarity between linguistic knowledge 
and extralinguistic knowledge, and the fact that language knowledge is acquirable makes it 
feasible that non-language majors can be trained for interpreters. Non-language majors have 
advantages over language majors in becoming specialized interpreters because of their solid 
subject knowledge. The participation of non-language majors for interpreter training will increase 
the supply of interpreters in the market, and will improve the quality of interpretation service 
because there will be more specialized interpreters available for specialized task.  
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 Knowledge of the interpreter is essential for successful interpretation. Interpreters should 
share mutual knowledge with the speaker and the listeners in order to decode the speaker’s 
message and reformulate the message in the target language. 
 An interpreter should have a knowledge base composed of both linguistic and extralinguistic 
knowledge.  
 Linguistic knowledge is the prerequisite of interpretation. For interpreters, to know a 
language does not mean the memory of static rules and structures of the language. They have to be 
able to use the language competently, which means that interpreters should have the capability of 
listening and speaking in both of the working languages. Extralinguisitic knowledge refers mainly 
to the knowledge of the subject matter, interpretation skills and the contextual knowledge. The 
subject knowledge, which includes the knowledge of terminology and the rules and principles of 
the subject, is the most important component in extralingusitic knowledge. It is the subject 
knowledge that distinguishes generalists from specialists.  
 The relationship between the linguistic knowledge and the extralinguistic knowledge of an 
interpreter is complementary. The higher level of each component may make up the shortage of 
the other component. This relationship is the underlying reason that makes it possible for language 
majors to interpret for a variety of subjects. At the same time, with a high command of subject 
knowledge, non-language majors may be able to interpret for discourse of their own specialized 
subjects. 
 Both language and extralinguistic knowledge can be acquired. 
 Language competence and proficiency can be acquired and enhanced by practice of listening, 
speaking, reading and writing in the language.  
 Extralinguistic knowledge sources can be classified into non-human and human sources. 
Non-human sources refer to written publications such as dictionaries, glossaries, product literature 













conference. Extralinguistic knowledge acquisition can be either long-term build up or short-term 
acquisition which is targeting at a specific assignment. The knowledge acquisition of an 
interpreter is constrained by time limit and his geographical and intellectual location to the subject 
knowledge. The productivity of short-term knowledge acquisition is related with the interpreter’s 
familiarity with the subject; and the access availability to the relevant sources which is decided by 
the interpreter’s geographical and intellectual distance to the subject knowledge. The short-term 
knowledge acquisition follows the law of diminishing marginal returns, which means that an 
interpreter can acquire more subject knowledge at the beginning of the process than in the latter 
period of the acquisition. 
 The fact that knowledge can be acquired makes it feasible that both language majors (LM) 
and non-language majors (NLM) can be trained as interpreters. However, the training curriculums 
and purposes of training the two groups of trainees should be different. Foreign language teaching 
system in China has made it that LMs acquire better language knowledge than NLMs after college 
education. While the NLMs are specialized in one subject, and have more extralinguistic 
knowledge than LMs. The difference of their knowledge structures decides that, during an 
interpreter training program, LM interpreter candidates should be given more thematic courses 
and NLMs should take more language enhancement courses.  
 The purposes of training LMs and NLMs can also be different. LMs have advantages in 
becoming a general interpreter who work with a variety of subjects, while NLMs are more likely 
to become interpreters specialized in certain subjects. Traditionally, interpreters are generalists 
who do not have deep knowledge in a specific field. The development and diversification of 
sciences and technology has required that interpreters have more knowledge in depth for the 
international exchange in certain areas. There has appeared a number of specialized interpreters 
who mainly work on certain subjects. The linguistic requirement for a general interpreter is higher 
than that of a specialized interpreter because a general interpreter has to be familiar with the 
language structures and style of various subjects. LMs’ advantage in language performance make 
them better candidates of general interpreters. NLMs, with a solid subject knowledge background 
and relatively poorer language knowledge, will be in a favorable position to become specialized 













interpreters, in order to meet varied demands in the market. 
  To sum iup, the addition of NLMs into interpreter training programs will increase the supply 
of interpreters in China in a short time, because the number of NLMs is much larger than that of 
LMs. What’s more, there will be more qualified specialized interpreters if the NLMs are trained in 
interpretation. The supply structure of interpreters in the market will be optimized, which will in 















Chapter 1 Knowledge, Communication and Interpretation 
  
 Communication is a common but essential behavior of human beings. It happens 
every day and everywhere, and it is communication that makes society exist as it is. 
Knowledge and communication work reciprocally. Knowledge is what 
communication bases on; knowledge is transferred and exchanged via communication. 
Interpretation professionally is “ a communicative activity” (Gile, 1995:21). It bridges 
the verbal communication between people of different language background. 
Therefore, knowledge plays an important role in interpretation.  
 Two concepts about knowledge is used in this chapter: personal knowledge and 
mutual knowledge. Personal knowledge means knowledge that a person has acquired 
in his former academic, life and working experience. Mutual knowledge refers to 
knowledge shared by both parties in a communicative situation. 
 In this chapter, the author will discuss mainly on the interaction between 
communication and knowledge and the importance of knowledge in interpretation. By 
the end of the chapter, two other key terms: knowledge base and knowledge 
acquisition is introduced.  
 
1.1   Knowledge and Communication 
 Human communication involves an addresser (speaker or writer), and an 
addressee (hearer or reader). The addresser is sending a message to the addressee. The 
message has a meaning and is sent by means of a transmitter, which may either be a 
natural language ( verbal) or an artificial one (in written). Virtually, the meaning of 
the message is a piece of information the addresser intends to transfer. A more general 
word for the comparatively modern word “information” is knowledge. 
Communication, no matter written or verbal, is the passing on, or more generally, the 













communication for the sake of compliance with our discussion of interpretation. 
 The exchange of knowledge in verbal communication takes place on the basis of 
the personal knowledge structure of the speaker and the hearer. For a conversation to 
start or to carry on, parties involved are supposed to share some knowledge. Based on 
the assumption that how much information is known to the hearer, the speaker can 
decide what wording he would use. When an economist X is talking to his student Y, 
instead of saying 
 “ The workers who have lost their jobs have increased by three times in Thailand, because there 
is a very serious financial problem in that country which makes a lot factories close.” 
 He would say: 
 “ The Thailand’s unemployment rate has quadrupled due to the financial crisis.” 
 When X makes the last statement, he has made assumptions on Y’s personal 
knowledge: Y knows a) unemployment rate; b) financial crisis. Otherwise, he will not 
use the terms. X makes the statement to transfer a message from his personal 
knowledge that the financial crisis will cause the increase of unemployment. If the 
knowledge is new to Y, then Y would know it after the conversation.  
 The two economic terms unemployment and financial crisis are among the 
mutual knowledge between X and Y, and X makes his statement based on the mutual 
knowledge. What’s more important to notice is that their mutual knowledge will 
expand because Y now knows about the relationship between unemployment and 
financial crisis which is in X’s personal knowledge.  
 To be more illustrative, two drawings are used here to tell the expansion of 
mutual knowledge between X and Y after the communication. 
 
 
     Before Communication        After Communication 
   
  PKx = Personal Knowledge of X 













  PKy = Personal Knowledge of Y 
  MK1 = Mutual Knowledge before communication 
  MK2 = Mutual Knowledge after communication 
 
 Linguistic analysts have stated that the main intentions of a speaker in 
communication are: informing, explaining and persuading. No matter what final goal 
the speaker intends to achieve, a more general intention or aim is common to all 
speakers: the common knowledge ground for both the speakers and the hearers will 
grow. In either the conversational or informative communications, “the aim of 
communication is the enlargement of the mutual knowledge structure”.1 With the 
hearers’ acceptance of the new knowledge the speakers carries in their speeches, the 
speakers can realize their expectations of the conversation or speech. In the above 
case, X’s intention may be informative, but this aim can not be achieved unless Y 
understands and accepts the new information.   
 In the case of X and Y, it is more like a one way informative communication, that 
is, the speaker is passing on part of his personal knowledge. However, during a 
conversational communication process, speaker and hearer give and receive 
information (knowledge) reciprocally. In either case, “mutual knowledge, which is 
available to both speaker and hearer, forms the basis for communication and should 
be expanded by it”2. 
 
1.2  Knowledge and Interpretation 
 In last section, communication among people without language barriers was 
discussed. The process is one-way or two way interaction without having human 
beings as a transmitter, as depicted in the following: 
   
  
                                                 
1 F.L. Owens. Signal Processing of Speech. The Macmillan Press Ltd. 1993. P32. 
2  J.Engelkamp & H.D.Zimmer. Dynamic Aspects of Language Processing: Focus and Presupposition. 
















 When the communication happens between two parties who speak different 
languages  and have limited language knowledge about the language of each other, 




 The interpreter is expected to be a successful transmitter for the knowledge that 
the speaker wants to share with the hearer. In other words, interpreters’ mission is to 
make the communication between people of varied language background to carry on. 
Gile stated that “Professional Translation is essentially a service activity with a 
communication function” 3. 
 For the two-staged communication to go on smoothly and successfully, the 
mutual knowledge shared by the interpreter with both the speaker and the hearer is as 
important as that shared by the speaker and the hearer. What is interesting and what 
this thesis focuses is the knowledge structure of the interpreter. 
 The knowledge structure required for an interpreter is a bit more complicated 
than either a speaker or a hearer, because knowledge for both languages used by the 
speaker and the hearer is a must for interpreter. When communication between parties 
with the same language background is examined, it is their factual knowledge (which 
can also be called world knowledge) that is focused on. For interpreters to be 
successful, they need not only the factual knowledge but language knowledge. To be 
more precise, the knowledge that an interpreter should have will be classified into just 
two general categories: extralinguistic and linguistic knowledge. 
   
1.2.1 Personal Knowledge vs. Mutual Knowledge 
 The analysis of personal and mutual knowledge and the hypothetical drawings 
                                                 
3  Daniel Gile. Basic Concepts and Models for Interpretation and Translation Training. John Benjamins 

















can also be applied here to demonstrate how the knowledge structure of interpreter 
will change before the commission of an interpretation assignment and after the 
interpretation. 
 
 before commission  
  
 
 after preparation for the assignment  
     
 
    
 after completion of the assignment 
 
 
  Pki, Pks, and Pkh stand for personal knowledge of interpreter, speaker and hearer respectively. MK 
covers all intersection areas, which refer to any knowledge shared by any two parties or all parties. 
 Before an interpreter is commissioned an interpretation assignment, the mutual 
knowledge he shares with speaker and hearer is mostly the knowledge of both 
languages, unless the interpreter happens to have interpreted for a similar subject 
before. After preparation on the extralingusitic knowledge, mainly subject knowledge, 
the interpreter is sharing more knowledge with speaker and hearer. And after 
interpretation, the mutual knowledge shared by interpreter and the other two parties 
will increase. Of course, the mutual knowledge between speaker and hearer will 
increase too, which is an indication of the success of the interpretation.  
 The reason that interpreter’s mutual knowledge is growing is because that he has 
been acquiring knowledge since he is assigned the job. The knowledge acquisition 
happens when he prepares for the assignment and when he is interpretation. This 
newly acquired knowledge is continuously added to his personal knowledge.  
 A more formal term to describe the personal knowledge of the interpreter is  
knowledge base, which consists all knowledge the interpreter acquires at any time or 
























   
1.2.2  The Process of Interpretation 
 The relationship between knowledge and interpretation can also be examined in 
the process of the interpretation. 
 Since 1970s, linguists, Translation theoreticians and practitioners have proposed a 
few models for the process of interpretation. Models applicable to both simultaneous 
and consecutive interpretation includes the Seleskovitch- lederer Model; Moser 
Model ; Kiotch & Van Dijk Model and the latest model proposed by Daniel Gile. The 
first three models are common in dividing the process of interpretation into three 
similar stages 4, namely: 
 1) the auditory perception of a linguistic utterance and the recognition of words 
and phrases; 
 2) identification of concepts and the activation of conceptual relations; 
 3) reproduction or reverbalization of the original message in the target language.  
 Daniel Gile, in his book Basic Concepts and Models for Interpretation and 
Translation Training, created a sequential Model of Translation ( including translation 
and interpretation), which divided the whole process of interpretation into two stages: 
Comprehension and Reformulation, and the hypothesis of meaning and acceptability 
is the main thread that connects the two phases. In this thesis, Gile’s model of the 
interpretation is followed because of its simplicity and its emphasis of knowledge. 
  In his model drawing , “knowledge base” is put at the right box of the whole 
process while the “knowledge acquisition” on the right, both covering the two phases. 
Knowledge exists through the whole process.  Its implication is that knowledge 
functions in both comprehension and reformulation phases. Since this thesis mainly 
deals with the relationship between knowledge and interpretation, the picture can be 
simplified as the following: 
                                                 



















      
     Simplified Model of Interpretation Process 
 
 Interpreters comprehend the original speech in source language and reformulate 
the interpretation in target language. In order to accomplish the task, the interpreter 
should have pre-existing knowledge base. When it happens that the interpreter does 
not have adequate existing knowledge ( knowledge base) to fulfill his/her task, he or 
she needs to acquire new knowledge either of the target language or of the subject.  
 
1.2.2.1  Comprehension phase 
 Comprehension is to understand the meaning of the utterances either in spoken or 
written. It consists of language cognition and the information decoding with analysis. 
The step of language cognition requires that the addressee recognize the terms he/she 
hears or reads; while the analysis requires the addressee activate all of his pre-existing 
knowledge related and decide the meaning within the certain context.  
 If  both the addresser and the addressee are of the same language background, 
when the addressee catches its utterances, he/she goes ahead to process the words in 
mind, trying to get the meaning implied in it. To do this, he or she relies on 
knowledge of the source language, but also on the relevant part of his or her world 
knowledge. 


























ties in with his or her related existing knowledge.  
 When the comprehension in interpretation is concerned, the first addressee is the 
interpreter, who needs to comprehend the original text first in order to transfer the 
message to the audience with target language. This requires that besides linguistic 
competence, the interpreter should have adequate mutual factual knowledge with the 
addresser in order to conduct logical analysis and  to know what message he or she 
needs to transfer.  
 Gile used an equation to express the relationship between comprehension and 
knowledge in Translation ( translation and interpretation): 
   C = KL + ELK + A 
   C stands for comprehension 
   KL stands for “ knowledge of the language” 
   EKL stands for “extralinguistic knowledge” 
   A stands for “Analysis” 
   = refers to the result of the interaction between KL and ELK 
   + means addition by interaction 
 This equation demonstrates that the comprehension of a verbal statement relies on 
1) knowledge of the language used; 2) extralingusitic knowledge, both preexisting and 
acquired from the context and the communication situation; 3) analysis.  
 Knowledge is of priority importance in comprehension of the original speech. It 
is through analysis that an addressee understands the new information implied in a 
discourse.  However, any analysis should be conducted based on facts, which can 
also be regarded as knowledge.  
 The relationship between the knowledge of language and extralinguistic 
knowledge is complementary: the higher the level of each component, the better the 
resulting comprehension. If one component is weak, the other may compensate. It 
may be possible to obtain a given level of comprehension even with a relatively low 
level of knowledge of the language proven the level of extralinguistic knowledge is 
high and vice versa. The author once saw a Russian woman asking a Chinese tailor in 













English as “one, two, three...”. However, they made the deal in spite of their language 
ignorance.  
 The complementarity is particularly important in interpretation, where the 
relevant extralinguistic knowledge of the translator or interpreter is generally poorer 
than that of the speaker and the listeners.   
 Comprehension is an important phase in the activity of interpretation. Without  
knowing what to talk about, the interpreter is like a skilled and renowned chef with 
nothing to cook, or a man with beautiful voice but do not know what to sing. 
Knowledge is the prerequisite of comprehension only with which the information 
receiver can actually understand and receive the information.  
 
1.2.2.2  Reformulation Phase 
 In interpretation, even the best comprehension is worth nothing if it can not 
afterwards be expressed in the appropriate words in the target language. The goal of 
the interpreter is to transmit the message with total accuracy, i.e. to have his listeners 
understand  it as well as it was understood by those who heard it directly from the 
speaker himself.  
 Once the interpreter is by himself sure of the meaning that the addresser intends 
to transfer, he or she verbalizes it in the target language, using knowledge of the target 
language in the process as well as extralinguistic knowledge again.  
 The interpreter is expected to come up with the most appropriate words and 
phrases to convey the content and style of the message, regardless of the source 
language. To do so, the interpreter requires an ability to express himself clearly, and 
an excellent command of the target language and the way it is spoken in order to be 
able to express himself appropriately in all situations. 
 It is important that word-to-word transcoding should be avoided in this phase. 













Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
